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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAIL APPEARANCE
esigned by the New York firm of E. G. Horn and Sons, the Wells Theatre in Norfolk is an

xcellent example of vaudeville/road show theatre architecture popular in America during the
irst two decades of this century. The building, completed in 1913, is of hollow tile

onstruction with a veneer of texturéd tan brick and terra-cotta detailing. Visually, the
heatre's exterior is composed of three seéctious.

irst and most prominent is a three-story, three-bay entrance tower facing Tazewrll Street.
ere 2 curved front is recessed into the first two stories while an open loggia defines the
op story. The first story reflects alterations made ca., 1930 and 1960, These include
nstallation of a central box office and a new marquee. Flanking the box office on each side
re double doors separated by classically derived pilasters. A triglyph and metope frieze
nifies the entry. The second story displays fewer changes., The bowed front is again divided §
nto three sections, each containing sixteen-light windows and capping transom, Surrounding |{
he first two stories of the tower are herringbone-patterned brick piers and a connecting ;
rieze. Decorative terra-cotta lion's heads extending from diamond-shaped panels are set into §
>th the piers and frieze, Chains used to support the marquee extend from the mouths of the
ion's heads flanking the large cartouche at the frieze center. _

three-bay loggia screened by three round-arched openings forms the tower's third story.
1ssive double and gquadruple brackets visually support the wide overhanging pantile roof.
1spended in front of the arcade, a tall sign spells *Wells" in neon.
irks the apex of the tower. The female statue originally atop the acroterion, the two roof

/xes on tall staffs, and a "Wells" sign extending diagonally across the second and third
:ories have all been removed,

A single acroterion

commercial row surmounted by an eleven-bay arcade forms the second section of the theatre.

‘retching east on Tazewell Street to Monticello Avenue, .this section is also faced with tex--
ired brick and originally held several -retail stores and double theatre exit dovcis. The

cond story consisted of offices and a restaurant set behind the arcade. Topping the arcade,
ssive paired brackets support a false pantile xcof. Fanciful giant candelabra along the top
this portion have been removed. A 1960s remodeling replaced the original shop fronts with
uminum and brick siding.

e auditorium marks the third section of the theatre.

Located north of the commercial arcade
d entrance tower,

the auditorium rises. approximately four stories in height and is of red
ick construction. Large recessed brick panels divide the wall into nine bays. The east
ree bays extend another story in height to form the fly loft. Aside from sparse terra-
tta detailing, there is little that visually ties this section to the rest of the theatre.

bby is composed of three double doors on the first level, with paired stained-glass w1ndow
nels above. Single and paired term pilasters on lion's head bases separate the glass panels, '%
ile a wide Greek key and swag frieze marks the two levels. Suspended from the ceiling is a
rge plaster chandelier heavily encrusted with floral decoration and colered light bulbs.

e original box office is located to the west and is presently obscured by signs installed in
e 1960s.

e oval lobby leads directly into a large rectangular foyer. Two large columns, each surroun-
d by four Grecian caryatids, support a vaulted ceiling. To the west only one of the two

(See Continuation Sheet #l)
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EATEMENTOFSKHMF&ANCE Designed by the New York firm of E. C. Horn and Sons, the Wells
Theatre is significant both as a representative of early 20th-century popular culture and as
an outstanding example of Beaux Arts theatre architecture in Virginia., The theatre opened
on August 23, 1913,as part of the Southern vaudeville chain operated by Jacob and Otto Wells.
Although such Northern syndicates as the Shuberts, Keith-Albee, and Klaw and Erlanger. have
been the subject of recent study, thus far 11ttle reeearch has been conducted on theatre
trusts of the South, R ) 1: L
By 1913 thirty-four theatres stretching from the Orpheum in Jacksonville, Florida, to as far
north as the Bijou in Evansville, Indiana, were under the Wells brothers' management. In
addition to their theatre interests, the brothers controlled allied interests in the
production and mapagement of vaudeville entertainment. The Bijou Company, the Wells Amuse-
ment Company, the Leath Theatrical Company, the Lyriec Company, and the Theatre Realty
Company comprised their major interests.

In spite of the large number of Wells-controlled theatres in Georgiaz and Tennessee, the
heart of their operation was in Tidewater Virginia. Thus when plans were first announced
for a8 new Wells Theatre in Norfolk, the community responded with great . enthusiasm and

anticipation. Architects for the project were E. C., Horn and Sons of New York City. 31wg
veeks prior te its opening, the Wells Theatre in Norfolk was described as the '"most preten-

tious playhouse” of the Wells chain. For months promoters teased readers of the Norfolk
Ledger-Dispatch and of the Virginian-Pilot with v1v1d descriptions and surprlse gllmpses of

the theatre's rich 1nterlor.5
When opening day, August 26, 1913, arrived, advance men were ant1c1pat1ng "the biggest and

most representative audience ever seen 1n51de of a theater in [Forfolh " According to Wells'
promoters the crowds would come not only because of the fame of the opening bill, "The Merry
Countess,' but '"by the desire to be present at an event thac will, in after years, be part
of the theatrical and civil history of the city."?

Predictions by promoters were not off mark, The theatre opened its doors to a capacity
crowd. Special trains and boats carried patrons from Portsmouth and nearby Tidewater towns
to Norfolk for the event. A "White Way," consisting of five ornamental iron posts supporting
"three 100-watL decorative lights," was erected by the Wells Amusement Company in front of
the theatre on Tazewell Street. Telegrams of congratulations and well-wishing streamed jin
from such famous theatre personalities as Klaw and Erlanger, the Shuberts, Stair and Havlln,
and B. F. Keith. Souvenir programs printed on "old rose paper" bearing an-éngraving of:the
New Wells were distributed to all patrons. o '

The theatre inauguration would have been a complete success were it not for the opening bill.
Reviewers panned "The Merry Countess' as"a distinct dlsapp01ntment...falllng to show even
nediocre calibre." The Ledger- Dispatch commented, "While the audience looked upon the
theatre with admiration...it condemned the attraction that was presented for the opening and

it is regretted that the_contrast between the magnificeace of the theatre and the quality of
the play was so marked. n8 (See Continuation Sheet #2)
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half columns (fronted by a single caryatid) remains. All caryatids stand on high cylindrical E3
bases decorated with classical swags. A curved, three-foot-high, paneled rail sereens =
the lobby from the auditorium, This rail was either added or moved when the original seating §

arrangement was altered during the 1930s. A decorative tile floor has been recently uncover- § E

ed beneath wall-to-wall carpeting. The north end of the lobby contains a stairwell leading tdf
the balcony levels, A ladies' restroom has been built into the original hat check room ‘
beneath the stair.

Seating in the auditorium is arranged on three levels: orchestra, balcony (20° slope), and
gallery (30° slope). 1In addition, two tiers of cantilevered, semicircular box seats flank
each side of the stage (six to each side). The orchestra pit, located in front of the stage,
has been blocked in with cement. While seats were replaced during mid-century, several rows
of the original chairs remain at the rear of the second balcony.

A large proscenium stage measuring 56 feet in width and 35 feet in depth faces the auditorium.f}

The proscenium arch is 45 feet in height and fronts a fly loft rising 85 feet above stage ,
level, From ca. 1960 to October 1979 the arch had been cemented off and the stage space used |
as a restaurant, Efforts to rehabilitate the stage are currently underway. Twelve dressing
rooms are arranged in three tiers to the north of the stage. A full basement lies beneath
the stage and originally held a workshop for set and scenery construction.

The auditorium is richly decorated with Beaux Arts ornamentation. Terra-cotta statues, ceil- |}
ing murals, gilt plaster, marbleized walls, stained glass, ornate light fixtures and
chandeliers, and heavy drapery all fuse into a romantic image of Renmaissance luxury. The
auditorium has undergone little repainting and retains much of its original character., The
box seats are united by three tall arches leading from the balcony to the stage. Piers
supporting these arches are decorated with gilt plaster moldlngs while gilt plaster swags
and shields embellish the spandrels.

A large pastel-colored mural dominates the auditorium ceiling. Painted in the French Rococo
tradition, the mural depicts four figures seated on a terrace overlooking a wide landscape.
Flowers border the edges of the scene and spill out from a central urn. A large ormate lyre
stands prominently in the composition. To each side of the mural are three large panels with
floxid decorations, plaster shields, and chandeliers. Plaster lyres are also set at the far
edges of the panels. '

For the most part, the Wells Theatre retains its early 20th-century architectural integrity.
Although exhibiting such significant alterations as the addition of air conditioning ducts,
the removal of all stage lights, alterations to both balconies, the filling in of the orches-
tra pit, the addition of a new box office and marquee, and the replacement of the original
seats, the Wells is fortumate in retaining its rich Beaux Arts decorations. With minor
exceptions the theatre exhibits its original color scheme including gilt plaster work,
marbleized walls, and decorative murals. Recently leased by the Virginia Stage Company, the
Wells is currently undergoing extensive rehabilitation to restorc the building to its
original use as a stage theatre. Rehabilitation plans are by the Norfolk firm of Spigel,
Carter, Zinkl, Herman, and Chapman.
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At the time of the Wells opening, Nerfolk was a leading entertainment center of the south _
Atlantic seaboard. Seventeen vaudeville and movie theatres operated here in 1913, 0f these,}

the Wells was reported to be the most modern and the most prodigious.

The oval entrance lobby, highlighted By avraised chandelier, large stained-glass panels, paired
plaster terms, and classical revival friezes and swags, spoke of additional splendor waiting
inside, Although the interior has lost some of its original features (carpets, floor tile,
seats, and some light fixtures), it retains much of its early character. Focal points of the §
interior include a pastel-colored ceiling mural and round, cantilevered box seats set into

a Renaissance loggia. Gilded and richly painted plaster work, heavy drapery, and marbleized
walls accentuate the decorative qualities of the building. Unfortunately, the original plush
act curtain, manufactured by the Arnold Constable Company of New York City, has been removed. i

As originally constructed the theatre could seat 1,650 patrons.ll In addition to box seats,
seating was arranged on three levels: orchestra, balcony, and gallery. Both the balcony
and the gallery are of cantilevered construction. 3
!

Mostly catering to road shows and vaudevillc acts, the Wells enjoyed popular success during
the teens and twenties. Anna Held's All-Star Variety Jubilee, Mary Irwin, John Phillip Sousa
and his band, and Douglas Fairbanks, Sr., in "The New Henrictta," are only a few of the acts
appearing at the Wells during its first season of operation. '

The decline in the popularity of vaudeville coupled with the rise of the movie industry in
Hollywood during the twentics, led to the folding of many road show theatres. The Wells
chain was not immune to these pressures. 1In the late 1920s the Wells Theatre was converted
to a movie theatre and sold. Since this time the theatre has gone through a succession of
owners and changes. Alterations to the theatre have been of varying degrees. Seats were
changed on at least two occasions, and a new marquee and box office were installed during
mid-century. From 1961 to 1979 the theatre was used as an X-rated movie house.

Surprisingly, in spite of the number of owners, the theatre retains most of its original
ceiling murals and plaster decoration. The theatre has been leased recently by the Virginia
Stage Company, and efforts are currently underway to restore the building to its former
opulence,

BNZ
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1.
Virginian-Pilot, December 24, 1911,

2.
In Atlanta these include the Forsythe, Bijou, Lyric, and Orpheum. In Savannah
they controlled the Bijou and the Liberty, and in Augusta, the Bijou and the Grand.
Ibid,

3.
Virginian-Pilot, August 3, 1913.

4.
The first mention of the New Wells Theatre was in 1911. Photographs of the theatre
under construction appeared 1nterm1ttent1y during 1912, with press coverage becomln0
more intense near the building's completion.

5.
Norfolk Ledger-Dispatch, August 26, 1913,

6.
Norfolk Ledger-Dispateh, August 25, 1913

7.
Norfolk Ledger-Dispatch, August 27, 1913,

8.
Ibid,

9' . ] .
Hill's Directory of Norfolk, 1913, 1914,

10.
Norfolk Ledger-Dispatch, August 26, 1913,

11.

As of Qctober 1979 the theatre held 1,035 seats. The gallery and box seats have
been closed to the public. Original seats dating to 1913 still exist in partions
of the gallery,

12.
.Virginia Stage Company, ardhives.

6. REPRESENTATION IN EXISTING SURVEYS

(2) Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission Survey
1975, 1979 State
Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission
221 Governor Street
Richmond, Va, 23219
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10. GEOGRAFPHICAL DATA

(119.5) feet, more or less, to the center line of a lane approximately seven and four-
tenths (7.4) feet in width, extending northerly from the northern line of Tazewell Street,
(said center line being the eastern line of the property conveyed by the Granby-Tazewell
Realty Corporation to Shulman Investment Corporation by deed bearing date the 3rd day of
January, 1928, and duly of record in the office of the Clerk of the Corporation Court of
the City of Norfolk, Virginia, in Deed Book 303-B, at page 172); thence in a northerly
direction, along said center line of said lane, and approximately parallel with the
western line of Monticello Avenue, one hundred (100) feet, more or less, to the southern
line of the property now or formerly belonging to Minton W. Talbot; thence in an easterly
direction, along the southern line of said property now or formerly belonging to

Minton W. Talbot, and parallel, or nearly so, with Tazewell Street, one hundred twenty
and five-tenths (120.,5) feet to the western line of Monticello Avenue, as the same is
now located; and thence in a southerly direction, along said western line of Monticello
Avenue, one hundred (100) feet, more or less, to the point of beginning aforesaid.

T
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